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Lessons of the Commune! 


After the coup d'état, which marked the end of the revo- 
lution of 1848, France fell under the yoke of the Napoleonic 
regime for a period of 18 years. This regime brought upon 
the country not only economic ruin but national humiliation. 
In rising against the old regime the proletariat undertook 
two tasks—one of them national and the other of a class 
character—the liberation of France from the German 
invasion and the socialist emancipation of the workers from 
capitalism. This union of two tasks forms a unique feature of 
the Commune. 

The bourgeoisie had formed a “government of national 
defence” and the proletariat had to fight for national inde- 
pendence under its leadership. Actually, it was a government 
of “national betrayal” which saw its mission in fighting the 
Paris proletariat. But the proletariat, blinded by patriotic 
illusions, did not perceive this. The patriotic idea had its ori- 
gin in the Great Revolution of the eighteenth century; it 
swayed the minds of the socialists of the Commune; and 
Blanqui, for example, undoubtedly a revolutionary and an 
ardent supporter of socialism, could find no better title for 
his newspaper than the bourgeois cry: “The country is in 
danger!” 

Combining contradictory tasks—patriotism and social- 
ism—was the fatal mistake of the French socialists. In the 
Manifesto of the International, issued in September 1870, 
Marx had warned the French proletariat against being mis- 
led by a false national idea ?; profound changes had taken 
place since the Great Revolution, class antagonisms had 
sharpened, and whereas at that time the struggle against the 
whole of European reaction united the entire revolutionary 
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nation, now the proletariat could no longer combine its in- 
terests with the interests of other classes hostile to it; let the 
bourgeoisie bear the responsibility for the national humilia- 
tion—the task of the proletariat was to fight for the socialist 
emancipation of labour from the yoke of the bourgeoisie. 

And indeed the true nature of bourgeois “patriotism” was 
not long in revealing itself. Having concluded an igno- 
minious peace with the Prussians, the Versailles government 
proceeded to its immediate task—it launched an attack to 
wrest the arms that terrified it from the hands of the Paris 
proletariat. The workers replied by proclaiming the 
Commune and civil war. 

Although the socialist proletariat was split up into numer- 
ous sects, the Commune was a splendid example of the una- 
nimity with which the proletariat was able to accomplish the 
democratic tasks which the bourgeoisie could only proclaim. 
Without any particularly complex legislation, in a simple, 
straightforward manner, the proletariat, which had seized 
power, carried out the democratisation of the social system, 
abolished the bureaucracy, and made all official posts 
elective. . 

But two mistakes destroyed the fruits of the splendid vic- 
tory. The proletariat stopped half-way: instead of setting 
about "expropriating the expropriators", it allowed itself to 
be led astray by dreams of establishing a higher justice in 
the country united by a common national task; such insti- 
tutions as the banks, for example, were not taken over, and 
Proudhonist theories about a “just exchange", etc., still pre- 
vailed among the socialists. The second mistake was excessive 
magnanimity on the part of the proletariat: instead of de- 

 Stroying its enemies it sought to exert moral influence on 
them; it underestimated the significance of direct military 
operations in civil war, and instead of launching a resolute 
offensive against Versailles that would have crowned its vic- 
tory in Paris, it tarried and gave the Versailles government 
time to gather the dark forces and prepare for the blood- 
soaked week of May. 

But despite all its mistakes the Commune was a superb 
example of the great proletarian movement of the nineteenth 
century. Marx set a high value on the historic significance of 
the Commune—if, during the treacherous attempt by the 
Versailles gang to seize the arms of the Paris proletariat, the 
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workers had allowed themselves to be dısarmed wıthout a 
fight, the dısastrous effect of the demoralisation that this 
weakness would have caused in the proletarian movement, 
would have been far far greater than the losses suffered by 
the working class in the battle to defend its arms 3 The sac 
rifices of the Commune, heavy as they were, are made up for 
by its significance for the general struggle of the proletariat 
it stirred the socialist movement throughout Europe ıt 
demonstrated the strength of civil war 1t dispelled patriotic 
illusions and destroyed the naive belief ın any efforts of the 
bourgeoisie for common national aims The Commune taught 
the European proletariat to pose concretely the tasks of the 
socialist revolution 

The lesson learnt by the proletariat will not be forgotten 
The working class will make use of it as it has already done 
in Russia during the December uprising * 

The period that preceded the Russian revolution and 

repared it bears a certain resemblance to the period of the 

apoleonıc yoke in France In Russia, too the autocratic 
clique has brought upon the country economic ruin and na 
tional humiliation But the outbreak of revolution was held 
back_for_a long time. since social development had not vet 
created the conditions for a mass movement and notwith 
standing ан the courage displayed the ‘isolated actions 
against the government in the pre revolutionary period broke 
against the apathy of the masses Only the Social Democrats 
by strenuous and systematic work educated the masses to the 
level of the higher forms of struggle—mass actions and armed 
cıvıl war 

The Socıal Democrats were able to shatter the common 
national and patriotic delusions of the young proletariat 
and later when the Manifesto of October 17th? had been 
wrested from the tsar due to their direct intervention the 
proletariat began vigorous preparation for the next, inevi 
table phase of the revolution the armed uprising Having 
shed common national illusions И concentrated its class 
forces in its own mass organisations. the Soviets of Workers 
and Soldiers Deputies etc. And notwithstanding all the 
differences in the aims and tasks of the Russian revolution, 
compared with the French revolution of 1871 the Russian 
proletarıat had to resort to the same method of struggle as 
that first used by the Paris Commune—civil war Mindful 
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of the lessons of the Commune, it knew that the proletariat 
should not ignore peaceful methods of struggle—they serve 
its ordinary, day-to-day interests. they are necessary i 

periods of preparation for revolution—but it must never for: 
get that in certain conditions the class struggle assumes the 
orm of armed conflict and civil war; there are times when 
the interests of the proletariat call for ruthless extermination 
of its enemies in open armed clashes. This was first demon- 
strated by the French proletariat in the Commune and 
brilliantly confirmed by the Russian proletariat in the 
December uprising. 

And although these magnificent uprisings of the working 
class were crushed, there will be another uprising, in face 
of which the forces of the enemies of the proletariat will 
prove ineffective, and from which the socialist proletariat 
will emerge completely victorious. 


Zagranichnaya Gazeta No. 2, Collected Works, 
March 23, 1908 Vol. 13, pp. 475-78 
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In Memory of the Commune 


Forty years have passed since the proclamation of the 
Paris Commune In accordance with tradition the French 
workers paid homage to the memory of the men and women 
of the revolution of March 18 18/1 by meetings and demon 
strations At the end of May they will agaın place wreaths 
on the graves of the Communards who were shot the victims 
of the terrible May Week and over their graves they will 
once more vow to fight untiringly until their ideas have 
triumphed and the cause they bequeathed has been fully 
achieved 

Why does the proletariat not only in France but through 
out the entire world honour the men and women of the 
Paris Commune as their predecessors? And what 1s the 
heritage of the Commune? 

The Commune sprang up spontaneously No one conscious 
ly prepared it in an orgamsed way The unsuccessful war 
with Germany the privations suffered during the siege the 
unemployment among the proletariat and the ruin among the 
lower middle classes the indignation of the masses against 
the upper classes and against authorities who had displayed 
utter incompetence the vague unrest among the working 
class which was discontented with its lot and was striving 
for a different social system the reactionary composition of 
the National Assembly which roused apprehensions as to 
the fate of the republic all this and many other factors 
combined to drive the population of Paris to revolution on 
March 18 which unexpectedly placed power in the hands of 
the National Guard ın the hands of the working class and 
the petty bourgeoisie which had sided with it 

It was an event unprecedented ın history Up to that time 
power had as a rule been in the hands of landowners and 


capıtalısts ıe ın the hands of theır trusted agents who made 
up the so called government After the revolution of March 
18 when M Thiers government had fled from Paris with 
its troops its police and its officials the people became mas 
ters of the situation and power passed into the hands of the 
proletariat But in modern society the proletariat. economic 
ally enslaved by capital, cannot dominate politically unless 
if breaks the chains which fetter it to capital That is why the 
movement of the Commune was bound to take on a socialist 
tinge ıe to strive to overthrow the rule of the bourgeoisie 
the rule of capital and to destroy the very foundations of 
the contemporary social order 

At first this movement was extremely indefinite and con 
fused It was joined by patriots who hoped that the Commune 
would renew the war with the Germans and bring ıt to a 
successful conclusion It enjoyed the support of the small 
shopkeepers who were threatened with ruin unless there was 
a postponement of payments on debts and rent (the govern 
ment refused to grant this postponement but they obtained 
it from the Commune) Finally it enjoyed at first the sym 
pathy of bourgeois republicans who feared that the reaction 
ary National Assembly (the rustics the savage landlords) 
would restore the monarchy But ıt was of course the workers 
(especially the artisans of Paris) among whom active social 
ist propaganda had been carried on during the last years of 
the Second Empire and many of whom even belonged to the 
International® who played the principal part in this 
movement 

Only the workers remained loyal to the Commune to the 
end The bourgeois republicans and the petty bourgeoisie 
soon broke away from it the former were frightened off by 
the revolutionary socialist proletarian character of the 
movement the latter broke away when they saw that it was 
doomed to inevitable defeat Only the French proletarians 
supported their government fearlessly and untiringly they 
alone fought and died for it that ıs to say for the cause 
of the emancipation of the working class for a better future 
for all toılers 

Deserted by ıts former allies and left without support the 
Commune was doomed to defeat The entire bourgeoisie of 
France all the landlords stockbrokers factory owners all 
the robbers great and small all the exploiters joined forces 
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against it. This bourgeois coalition, supported by Bismarck 
(who released a hundred thousand French prisoners of war 
to help crush revolutionary Paris), succeeded in rousing the 
ignorant peasants and the petty bourgeoisie of the provinces 
against the proletariat of Paris, and forming a ring of steel 
around half of Paris (the other half was besieged by the Ger- 
man army). In some of the larger cities in France (Marseil- 
les, Lyons, St. Etienne, Dijon, etc.) the workers also attempt- 
ed to seize power, to proclaim the Commune and come to 
the help of Paris; but these attempts were short-lived. Paris, 
which had first raised the banner of proletarian revolt, was 
left to its own resources and doomed to certain destruction. 

Two conditions, at least, are necessary for a victorious so- 
cial revolution—highly developed productive 
proletariat adequately prepared for it. But in 1871 both of 
these conditions were lacking. French capitalism was still 
poorly developed, and France was at that time mainly a 
petty-bourgeois country (artisans, peasants, shopkeepers, etc.). 
On the other hand, there was no workers' party; the work- 
ing class had not gone through a long school of struggle and 
was unprepared, and for the most part did not even clearly 
visualise its tasks and the methods of fulfilling them. There 
was no serious political organisation of the proletariat, nor 
were there strong trade unions and co-operative societies. . . . 

But the chief thing which the Commune lacked was time— 
an opportunity to take stock of the situation and to embark 
upon the fulfilment of its programme. It had scarcely had 
time to start work, when the government entrenched in Ver- 
sailles and supported by the entire bourgeoisie began hos- 
tilities against Paris. The Commune had to concentrate prima- 
rily on self-defence. Right up to the very end, May 21-28, 
it had no time to think seriously of anything else. 

However, in spite of these unfavourable conditions, in 
spite of its brief existence, the Commune managed to promul- 
gate a few measures which sufficiently characterise its real 
significance and aims. The Commune did away with the 
standing army, that blind weapon in the hands of the ruling 
classes, and armed the whole people. It proclaimed the sepa- 
ration of church and state, abolished state payments to 
religious bodies (i.e., state salaries for priests), made popular 
education purely secular, and in this way struck a severe 
blow at the gendarmes in cassocks. In the purely social 
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sphere the Commune accomplished very little, but this little 
nevertheless clearly reveals its character as a popular, work- 
ers’ government. Night-work in bakeries was forbidden; the 
system of fines, which represented legalised robbery of the 
workers, was abolished. Finally, there was the famous decree 
that all factories and workshops abandoned or shut down by 
their owners were to be turned over to associations of work- 
ers that were to resume production. And, as if to emphasise 
its character as a truly democratic, proletarian government, 
the Commune decreed that the salaries of all administrative 
and government officials, irrespective of rank, should not 
exceed the normal wages of a worker, and in no case amount 
to more than 6,000 francs a year (less than 200 rubles a 
month). 

All these measures showed clearly enough that the Com- 
mune was a deadly menace to the old world founded on the 
enslavement and exploitation of the people. That was why 
bourgeois society could not feel at ease so long as the Red 
Flag of the proletariat waved over the Hótel de Ville in 
Paris. And when the organised forces of the government 
finally succeeded in gaining the upper hand over the poorly 
organised forces of the revolution, the Bonapartist generals, 
who had been beaten by the Germans and who showed cour- 
age only in fighting their defeated countrymen, those French 
Rennenkampfs and Meller-Zakomelskys,’ organised such a 
slaughter as Paris had never known. About 30,000 Parisians 
were shot down by the bestial soldiery, and about 45,000 
were arrested, many of whom were afterwards executed, 
while thousands were transported or exiled. In all, Paris lost 
about 100,000 of its best people, including some of the finest 
workers in all trades. 

The bourgeoisie were satisfied. “Now we have finished 
with socialism for a long time,” said their leader, the blood- 
thirsty dwarf, Thiers, after he and his generals had drowned 
the proletariat of Paris in blood. But these bourgeois crows 
croaked in vain. Less than six years after the suppression of 
the Commune, when many of its champions were still pin- 
ing in prison or in exile, a new working-class movement 
arose in France. A new socialist generation, enriched by the 
experience of their predecessors and no whit discouraged by 
their defeat, gius up the flag which had fallen from the 
hands of the fighters in the cause of the Commune and bore 
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it boldly and confidently forward. Their battle-cry was: 
“Long live the social revolution! Long live the Commune!” 
And in another few years, the new workers’ party and the 
agitational work launched by it throughout the country com- 
pelled the ruling classes to release Communards who were 
still kept in prison by the government. 

The memory of the fighters of the Commune is honoured 
not only by the workers of France but by the proletariat of 
the whole world. For the Commune fought, not for some 
local or narrow national aim, but for the emancipation of 
all toiling humanity, of all the downtrodden and oppressed. 
As a foremost fighter for the social revolution, the Commune 
has won sympathy wherever there is a proletariat suffering 
and engaged in struggle. The epic of its life and death, the 
sight of a workers’ government which seized the capital of 
the world and held it for over two months, the spectacle of 
the heroic struggle of the proletariat and the torments it un- 
derwent after its defeat—all this raised the spirit of millions 
of workers, aroused their hopes and enlisted their sympathy 
for the cause of socialism. The thunder of the cannon in 
Paris awakened the most backward sections of the proletariat 
from their deep slumber, and everywhere gave impetus to 
the growth of revolutionary socialist propaganda. That is 
why the cause of the Commune is not dead. It lives to the 
present day in every one of us. 

The cause of the Commune is the cause of the social 
revolution, the cause of the complete political and economic 
emancipation of the toilers. It is the cause of the proletariat 
of the whole world. And in this sense it is immortal. 


Rabochaya Gazeta No. 4-5, Collected Works, 
April 15 (28), 1911 Vol. 17, pp. 139-43 
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The article “Lessons of the Commune” published in Zagranichnaya 
Gazeta (Foreign Gazette) No. 2, March 23, 1908, is the verbatim re- 
port of Lenin's speech. The editorial board of the newspaper supplied 
it with the following note: “On March 18 an international meeting 
was held in Geneva to commemorate three proletarian anniversa- 
ries—the twenty-fifth anniversary of the death of Marx, the sixtieth 
anniversary of the March revolution of 1848 and the anniversary of 
the Paris Commune. Comrade Lenin on behalf of the R.S.D.L.P. 
spoke at the meeting on the significance of the Paris Commune.” 

p. 5 
See Karl Marx, Second Address of the General Council of the Inter- 


national Working Men’s Association on the Franco-Prussian War 
(Marx and Engels, Selected Works, Moscow, 1962, Vol. I, p. 497). p.5 


For Marx’s appraisal of the historic role of the Paris Commune, as 
a forerunner of the new society, see his The Civil War in France 
(Marx and Engels, Selected Works, Moscow, 1962, Vol. I, pp. 473- 
545) and his letters to Kugelmann of April 12 and 17. 1871 (Marx 
and Engels, Selected Correspondence, Moscow, рр. 318-20). р. 7 


The reference is to the uprising of Moscow workers in December 
1905. р. 7 


The reference is to the Manifesto of October 17, 1905, in which the 
tsar, frightened by the revolution, promised the people civic liberties 
and a Constitution. р. 7 


The reference is to the First International (International Working 
Men's Association)—the first international mass organisation of the 
proletariat which was founded by Karl Marx. p. 10 


Rennenkampf and Meller-Zakomelsky—tsarist generals who headed 
punitive expeditions and brutally suppressed revolutionary workers 
and peasants in 1906. p. 12 
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